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Among the many devices by
which domestic factions avoid

joining the essential, but all too
touchy issues, is to debate the

timing of a crucial decision
without ever discussing whether
or not the move should be made

at all. 

—Fred Charles Iklé

ONE OF Col John A. War den’s con -
tro ver sial ideas is that air power
per mits the vir tual oc cu pa tion of
en emy ter ri tory by air craft with -

out re quir ing a po ten tially en tan gling and
costly ground oc cu pa tion. Al though this con -
cept of air oc cu pa tion has re ceived some at -
ten tion lately, the idea is not new. Un for tu -
nately, the age of the con cept has not added
clar ity to its defi ni tion. Many of the re lated
stud ies and ar gu ments fo cus too much on the
“how” and not enough on the “why.” As al -
lur ing and paro chially re ward ing as air oc cu -
pa tion may seem, the US Air Force (USAF)
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can not af ford to com mit dwin dling re sources 
to mis sions or ca pa bili ties that are not com -
pati ble with US for eign pol icy or the serv ice’s
core com pe ten cies. We need to un der stand
the defi ni tion and im pli ca tions of air oc cu pa -
tion be cause the ques tion may not be “can
we?” but “should we?”

To many peo ple, the in creas ingly fre quent
use of the term air oc cu pa tion is the equiva -
lent of dis tant war drums—a pre cur sor to the
up com ing bat tles over the dwin dling budget
and rele vance in the post- cold- war en vi ron -
ment. This sub ject is clearly po lar ized be -
tween those who love and those who hate the
con cept. Add ing fuel to the fire is the Qua-
 drennial De fense Re view (QDR) di rected by
the Armed Forces Struc ture Re view Act of
1996. The char ter of this re view is to de ter -
mine the de fense strat egy and es tab lish a Re -
vised De fense Pro gram through the year
2005. No doubt, the USAF should fo cus on

key stra te gic, rather than sup port ing, roles
and mis sions in or der to pre serve its auton -
omy.1 The US AF’s sur vival as a domi nant ser-
 vice will hinge on where it fo cuses its scarce
re sources to pre pare for the chal lenges of the
twenty- first cen tury. If cur rent trends con -
tinue, when the ball drops in Times Square on 
1 Janu ary 2000, the USAF will be a smaller
serv ice, sub sist ing on an ever- shrinking
defense budget. By the year 2000, the US
armed forces will lose an other 64,000 active-
 duty troops, lev el ing at ap proxi mately
1,418,000—35 per cent smaller than the cold
war force of 1987.2 Pro cure ment has stag -
nated for more than a dec ade, but fis cal year
(FY) 1997 was sup posed to be the turn around
year. Un for tu nately, or some may say pre -
dicta bly, the FY 1997 pro cure ment budget
dropped again, “fal ling to the low est level
since be fore the out break of the Ko rean
War.”3 As a share of US gross do mes tic prod -
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uct (GDP), de fense spend ing dropped to 3.2
per cent in 1997 and is fore cast to drop to 2.7
per cent in FY 2002—less than half the 6.3 per -
cent of GDP al lo cated to de fense in the
“growth” years of the mid- 1980s.4 In fact, the
USAF Pro gram Ob jec tives Memo ran dum 98
(POM FY 1998–2003) leaves $15.7 bil lion of
vali dated, un funded re quire ments.5

In this fis cally con strained en vi ron ment,
the ad age “be care ful what you wish for—you
may get it” should be on the minds of air -
power ad vo cates cov et ing the air oc cu pa tion
mis sion. It could very well be a double- edged
sword that ex pands the rela tive in flu ence of
the USAF but also sad dles it with a com plex,
per sis tent, and costly mis sion. For ex am ple,
the trend of open- ended com mit ments of US
airpower- only force pack ages to “sta bi lize”
sce nar ios (e.g., Op era tions Pro vide Com fort
and South ern Watch in Iraq) would ac cel er -
ate if the con cept of air oc cu pa tion is em -
braced by our lead ers. How far can this “re sid -
ual” air power role be stretched be fore it
af fects our abil ity to re spond to ma jor con tin -
gen cies or a true peer com peti tor (e.g.,
China)?

The USAF must en sure that it asks the right
ques tions be fore em bark ing on a se ri ous
cam paign to “win” the air oc cu pa tion de bate. 
The dis course on the con cept of air oc cu pa -
tion has swirled pri mar ily around is sues of
how air power could be used in an oc cu pa tion
role.  Typi cally, the fo cus is on in no va tions in
sen sor and weapon tech nol ogy that could re -
duce or elimi nate the need for troops on the
ground. The USAF Sci en tific Ad vi sory Board
iden ti fied nu mer ous sen sor re quire ments for
the twenty- first cen tury: low- cost, space-
 based sur veil lance sys tems on small sat el lites
launched on de mand; broad band low-
 frequency syn thetic ap er ture ra dar (SAR) to
de tect con cealed tar gets; un at tended seis mic,
acous tic, or chemi cal ground sen sors; and de -
tec tors placed in food, equip ment, manu fac -
tur ing fa cili ties, or even in per son nel to meas -
ure anxi ety and stress.6

Of course, sen sors are not a pana cea. Dur -
ing the Viet nam War, the United States had
the Ho Chi Minh Trail “wired like a pin ball
ma chine” with sen sors but still failed to stop

the flow of North Viet nam ese men and sup -
plies.7 Even if the sen sors of the twenty- first
cen tury are more re li able, con trol re quires
not only situa tional aware ness but also the
po liti cal will and ca pa bil ity to in flu ence or
stop un ac cept able ac tiv ity. In a po liti cally
sen si tive en vi ron ment, non le thal weap ons

would be in valu able—weap ons that in ca paci -
tate rather than kill, or dis able rather than de -
stroy equip ment. These in clude, for ex am ple,
caus tic sub stances that de stroy a weapon’s
sen sors or la sers that blind the op era tors; “in -
fra sound” that dis rupts hu man be ings’ ca pac -
ity to func tion or foam so sticky they can not
move; and lu bri cants so slip pery that equip -
ment can not main tain trac tion.8 Be fore ini ti -
at ing a costly sen sor and nonlethal- weapon
shop ping spree, the USAF must first ask and
an swer two im por tant ques tions:

What do we mean by the term air oc cu -
pa tion?
What are the US for eign pol icy im pli ca -
tions of air oc cu pa tion?

In the minds of many air power en thu si -
asts, the USAF may have al ready con ducted air 
oc cu pa tion cam paigns, but is this jus ti fi ca -
tion that we should? We must de velop con sen -
sus on a proper defi ni tion as it re lates to ob -
jec tives and tasks—only then can we as sess the 
likely im pli ca tions and util ity of the con cept
to our na tional lead ers. If air oc cu pa tion does
not align with an tici pated US for eign pol icy,
then we can not af ford to com mit scarce re -
sources and as sets to a “prod uct” with no mar -
ket. Con versely, if air oc cu pa tion is a likely
tool that our na tional lead ers will de mand,
then we must un der stand the im pli ca tions. As 
the only full- time air power serv ice, it is the re -
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service will hinge on where it focuses 
its scarce resources to prepare for the 
challenges of the twenty-first
century.



spon si bil ity of the USAF to de fine and ex plore 
the im pli ca tions of air oc cu pa tion.

What Do We Mean by Air
Occupation?

Airpower is the most difficult of all forms of
military force to measure, or even to express in
precise terms.

 —Winston Churchill

The term air oc cu pa tion usu ally elic its ei -
ther a vis ceral re sponse or a pa ro chial man tra. 
A typi cal re join der to an air oc cu pa tion ad vo -
cate is “air power has never held ground.” In
many cases, peo ple who de bate the vi abil ity
of air oc cu pa tion talk past each other be cause
the terms of ref er ence are in con sis tent. Add -
ing fog to the doc trinal land scape is the grab

bag of re lated terms used by air power ad vo -
cates: air con trol, air domi nance, and air pres -
sure. The Ameri can Heri tage Dic tion ary de fines
oc cu pa tion as “the in va sion, con quest, and
con trol of a na tion or ter ri tory by a for eign
mili tary force.” Ac cord ing to Gen Ron ald Fo -
gle man, former USAF chief of staff, “In Iraq,
we have used land- based and carrier- based air
forces to main tain an air oc cu pa tion of Iraq
for the past five years. That op era tion has con -
tained Iraq, it has en forced UN sanc tions, and
it has com pelled Sad dam Hussein to ac cept
the most in tru sive UN in spec tion re gime in
his tory.”9

If we turn to of fi cial joint and USAF doc -
trine for de scrip tive guid ance, we find that
none of the pre vi ously men tioned terms—or
the word oc cu pa tion—are de fined in Joint Pub
1-02, De part ment of De fense Dic tion ary of Mili -
tary and As so ci ated Terms; Air Force Man ual
(AFM) 1-1, Ba sic Aero space Doc trine of the
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United States Air Force; or the draft of the new
Air Force Doc trine Docu ment (AFDD) 1, Air
Force Ba sic Doc trine. In or der to truly un der -
stand what air oc cu pa tion means, we must
de fine the ob jec tives and tasks as so ci ated
with the mis sion. Ul ti mately, this pro cess will 
clar ify the con cept and help us de cide if the
term air oc cu pa tion is ap pro pri ate.

 Air Occupation Objectives

Com mon ob jec tives for gain ing con trol over
en emy ter ri tory are to co erce the op po si tion,
en force sanc tions, ob tain a buffer zone, ob -
tain raw and natu ral re sources, con trol cul -
tural as simi la tion, an nex ter ri tory, and ex act
re venge. De pend ing on the ob jec tives, Paul
Se abury and An gelo Co devilla de fine en force -
ment op tions that in clude merely mak ing the 
en emy gov ern ment re lin quish its un ac cept -
able ob jec tives (e.g., the Brit ish fol low ing the
Ameri can Revo lu tion) or at worst, “re plac ing
its gov ern ment and cleans ing the de feated so -
ci ety of those re spon si ble for the con flict,
pun ish ing it, and ex act ing repa ra tions” (e.g.,
those parts of Ger many oc cu pied by the So vi -
ets af ter World War II).10 It is im por tant to
note that the at tain ment of these ob jec tives
does not nec es sar ily re quire ac tual fight ing.
Merely the threat of force has prompted some 
twentieth- century gov ern ments to aban don
con ten tious ob jec tives (e.g., Tai wan) or re lin -
quish con trol of their coun try (e.g., Haiti).

So, what are the ob jec tives of air oc cu pa -
tion? Do we mean to im ply that air power is
ap pro pri ate for all oc cu pa tion ob jec tives and
sce nar ios? More than likely, air power is most
ap pli ca ble to those less- intrusive sce nar ios
with ob jec tives that in volve co er cion, en -
force ment of sanc tions, and crea tion of a
buffer zone—in flu enc ing an other state but
not re plac ing a gov ern ment or an nex ing ter -
ri tory. “The Gulf War con firmed the Air For -
ce’s ever- increasing abil ity to de stroy mili tary 
things and peo ple, but air power did not dem -
on strate an abil ity to change gov ern ments.” 11

In the Gulf War Air Power Sur vey, Rich ard
Hal lion de scribed how air oc cu pa tion was
em ployed  in Op era tion  De sert Storm:

“Air power can hold ter ri tory by de ny ing an
en emy the abil ity to seize it, and by de ny ing
an en emy the use of his forces. And it can seize 
ter ri tory by con trol ling ac cess to that ter ri tory 
and move ment across it. It did both in the
Gulf War.”12

The peo ple who de cide whether or not to
use air power should con sider the scale of con -
flict or ef fec tive ness of the cease- fire; the
number, dis ci pline, and ac count abil ity of
con tend ing par ties; the ef fi cacy of lo cal gov -
ern ment; the de gree to which law and or der
ex ists; and the will ing ness of the popu la tion
at large to co op er ate.13 The So viet oc cu pa tion
of Af ghani stan from 1980 to 1986 even tu ally
re lied al most en tirely on air power.1 4 Fail ure
to un der stand the con tex tual ele ments and
their im pact on air power ul ti mately led to an
em bar rass ing and costly So viet de feat. By rec -
og niz ing that air oc cu pa tion ap plies only to a
sub set of the mili tary oc cu pa tion ob jec tives,
we can fo cus on a more re al is tic and man age -
able set of tasks to achieve the mis sion.

Air Occupation Tasks

Carl Builder iden ti fied four tasks the USAF
must ac com plish to op er ate in what he calls
the con stabu lary role: im me di ately en gage
and sup press heavy weap ons fire; stop sur rep -
ti tious flights by low and slow fly ers; sup press
street dis or ders and vio lence; and in sert/re -
cover a small pack age of peo ple and equip -
ment in aus tere con di tions.1 5 Al though these
are im por tant tasks, air oc cu pa tion en tails
more than merely func tion ing as air po lice.
The search for ap pli ca ble oc cu pa tion tasks
could be gin with Army doc trine. 
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Army Field Man ual (FM) 100-5, Op era tions,
out lines post con flict op era tions that ap pear
to be likely oc cu pa tion tasks: con trol popu la -
tion and refu gees, con trol pris on ers, mark
mine fields, de stroy un ex ploded ord nance,
pro vide emer gency health serv ice and hu -
mani tar ian as sis tance, pro vide emer gency
res to ra tion of utili ties, and sup port the so cial
and civil- affairs needs of the popu la tion.16  If
we dig deeper, we find an other set of pos si ble
oc cu pa tion tasks de fined in FM 100- 23, Peace
Op era tions: ob ser va tion and moni tor ing of
truces and cease- fires, res to ra tion and main -
te nance of or der and sta bil ity, pro tec tion of
hu mani tar ian as sis tance, guar an tee and de -
nial of move ment, en force ment of sanc tions,
and the es tab lish ment and su per vi sion of
pro tected zones.17 Un for tu nately, this com -
para tive method ex em pli fies a com mon
handi cap of air power ad vo cates—our de pend -
ence on Army ter mi nol ogy. Ac cord ing to air -
power his to rian Phil lip Meil in ger, “the Army
pro vided a ready vo cabu lary for early air men, 
but by adopt ing a lexi con that cen tered on
sur face war fare, ad vo cates of land- based air -
power be came trapped in a prison house of
lan guage.  They con tin ued to rely on an
adopted lan guage that not only cir cum -
scribed their think ing, but also in cluded an
in creas ingly in ade quate col lec tion of terms
and cate go ries to de scribe the na ture of air
war fare and its ob jec tives.” 1 8

This warn ing in vites the ques tion, Do we
merely step through the tasks of a tra di tional
mili tary oc cu pa tion and ap ply air power, or
do we start with a blank piece of pa per?
Rather than build our defi ni tion on a clas si cal 
per cep tion that rele gates air power to a
merely sup port ing role, we should re con sider 
the likely air oc cu pa tion ob jec tives: co erce
the en emy, en force sanc tions, and deny the
use of ter ri tory. Air oc cu pa tion tasks to
achieve these ob jec tives would in clude a
com bi na tion of pres ence, in tel li gence, sur -
veil lance, re con nais sance, hu mani tar ian air -
drops and air lift, and pu ni tive strikes. The last 
two tasks pro vide the “car rot and stick” of co -
er cion and en force ment. If we stopped there,
we would forgo a tre men dous tool: aer ial psy -
cho logi cal op era tions. In his book Oc cu pa -

tion, Eric Carl ton makes a very im por tant
point: “Con trol is nor mally achieved through 
a com bi na tion of force which in duces com -
pli ance, and per sua sion and/or in doc tri na -
tion which gen er ates a sense of com mit ment.
In other words, con trol is ei ther at tained by
com pul sion, which in the end, is fre quently
counter- productive, or by some kind of
value- consensus which is of ten very dif fi cult
to ef fect, but which can pay hand some divi -
dends.” 1 9

Many of the stud ies ad dress ing the con cept 
of air oc cu pa tion fo cus on co er cion but fail to
ex plore value con trol, which was so ex pertly
em ployed by Gen Doug las MacAr thur dur ing
the oc cu pa tion of Ja pan af ter World War II.
Of course, fear that Ja pan would fall into the
sphere of com mu nism was the pri mary mo ti -
va tion for the seem ingly al tru is tic US oc cu pa -
tion pol icy: “Never be fore in re corded his tory
had a great power moved in upon an other,
tak ing over its af fairs al most com pletely at
first, gradu ally re lin quish ing con trol, and fi -
nally re stor ing sov er eignty with such a mini -
mum of fric tion and such a large meas ure of
be nevo lence.”20

Some form of physi cal re pres sion may be
nec es sary, but fo cus ing on the cul tural as -
pects to ex ploit the popu la tion’s ex ist ing sys -
tem of checks, bal ances, and norms is the key
to long- term suc cess. In fact, psy cho logi cal
op era tions to win the hearts and minds of the
popu la tion are proba bly eas ier to con duct
with out the in tru sive “in your face” pres ence
of ground troops. Some ready ex am ples of
aer ial psy cho logi cal tasks are leaf let drops,
tele vi sion pro gram ming, and ra dio broad -
casts—this would also in clude de nial of these
me di ums to sub ver sive groups.

Ac com plish ing air oc cu pa tion tasks to
achieve the as so ci ated ob jec tives may re quire
noth ing more than com bin ing ex ist ing tech -
nol ogy and sys tems in new and in no va tive
ways (e.g., gun ships; un manned aer ial ve hi -
cles [UAV]; air borne warn ing and con trol sys -
tem [AWACS] air craft; joint sur veil lance, tar -
get at tack ra dar sys tem [JSTARS] air craft; V-22
Os preys; and space- based as sets). As we con -
sider the pos si bili ties, one nag ging ques tion
per sists: given the doc trinal void on the sub -
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ject of oc cu pa tion, is air oc cu pa tion an ap pro -
pri ate term?

Appropriateness of the Term Air Occupation

Con ven tional in ter na tional law rec og nizes
only one form of mili tary oc cu pa tion: bel lig -
er ent oc cu pa tion. Ac cord ing to the Hague
Regu la tions and the Fourth Ge neva Con ven -
tion of 1949, “as long as the ter ri tory as a
whole is in the power and un der the con trol
of the oc cu pant and as long as the lat ter has
the abil ity to make his will felt eve ry where
in the ter ri tory within a rea son able time,
military oc cu pa tion ex ists from a le gal point
of view.”21 The clas si cal defi ni tion of bel -
ligerent oc cu pa tion rec og nizes that armed
conflict is not al ways a pre req ui site. In some
cases, merely the threat to use force co erced a
gov ern ment to re lin quish con trol of its ter ri -
tory (e.g., Haiti). Ar ti cle two of the Fourth Ge -
neva Con ven tion states that “bel lig er ent oc -
cu pa tion and the re spon si bili ties of
oc cu pants shall ap ply even to an oc cu pa tion
that meets with no armed re sis tance.”22

If the op era tion is la beled an “oc cu pa -
tion,” the oc cu pier is bound by in ter na tional
law to cer tain re spon si bili ties: the oc cu py ing
power is not per mit ted to an nex the oc cu pied 
ter ri tory, is ex pected to “re spect and main -
tain the po liti cal and other in sti tu tions that
ex ist, and is re spon si ble for the man age ment
of pub lic or der and civil life in the ter ri tory
un der its con trol.”23 The pur pose of the law of 
oc cu pa tion is to pre vent the im po si tion of
dis rup tive changes in the oc cu pied ter ri tory
and bal ance the oc cu pant’s mili tary re quire -
ments with hu mani tar ian in ter ests.2 4

The uto pian na ture of the law of oc cu pa -
tion has prompted the United States and
other states vic to ri ous in war to avoid la bel -
ing op era tions in con quered ter ri tory as oc cu -
pa tions, thus pre clud ing the re stric tions and
re spon si bili ties. Com mon ex cuses in clude
the fol low ing: the use of force was in sup port
of an other state whose gov ern ment asked for
in ter ven tion (e.g., the So vi ets in Af ghani stan
and the United States in Gre nada); the oc cu -
pants were in ter ested in per ma nent con trol
over en emy ter ri tory (e.g., Iraq tak ing Ku wait
and In do ne sia tak ing East Timor); or dis putes
by war ring fac tions over the his toric own er -
ship of ter ri tory (e.g., Israeli- occupied ter ri to -
ries). An other more re cent ex cuse for not in -
vok ing the term oc cu pa tion is to avoid
cre at ing the im pres sion that the oc cu pant
plans to stay in the ter ri tory for a long time
(e.g., Op era tions Pro vide Com fort and South -
ern Watch in Iraq).25

Clearly, use of the term oc cu pa tion is a con -
tem po rary ta boo that places a cloud of doubt
over the util ity of the term air oc cu pa tion.
Rather than carry all the bag gage as so ci ated
with oc cu pa tion, per haps we should con sider
an al ter na tive term.

Alternative for the Term Air Occupation

As men tioned ear lier, many terms com pete
with air oc cu pa tion in the in tel lec tual mar ket -
place: air con trol, air pres sure, and air domi -
nance, to name a few. Un for tu nately, none of
these pre vail ing terms ade quately cap tures
the air oc cu pa tion ob jec tives and tasks de -
fined ear lier. Air con trol and air pres sure are
not ap pro pri ate be cause they ap pear to fo cus
ex clu sively on co er cion. Al though air domi -
nance is the most likely al ter na tive, it is nor -
mally as so ci ated with air su pe ri or ity and air
su prem acy—a pre req ui site but not the un der -
ly ing goal. Re gard less of whether we con -
ducted air oc cu pa tion be fore or af ter hos tili -
ties, the pri mary de sire would be to achieve
our goals with out war. Surely we would not
con duct air oc cu pa tion for its own sake, but
to achieve po liti cal ob jec tives—a bet ter state
of peace.  As Capt James Poss of the Na val War
Col lege theo rized, how is that dif fer ent from
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the gun boat di plo macy the US Navy em -
ployed for years?26 Sir James Ca ble de fined
gun boat di plo macy as “the use or threat of
lim ited na val force, oth er wise than as an act
of war, in or der to se cure ad van tage, or to
avert loss, ei ther in the fur ther ance of an in -
ter na tional dis pute or else against for eign na -
tion als within ter ri tory or the ju ris dic tion of
their own state.” 27

Ul ti mately, gun boat di plo macy was noth -
ing more than in ter ven tion: “the in ter fer ence 
of one state or gov ern ment in the af fairs of
an other,” ac cord ing to the dic tion ary defi ni -
tion. Al though hesi tant to in tro duce an other
term into the arena, the USAF could re duce
some of the in tel lec tual re sis tance to air oc cu -
pa tion by us ing the term air in ter ven tion in -
stead. This could be used to cap ture the mili -
tary op era tions other than war (MOOTW)
mis sions that can be con ducted ex clu sively
with air power: en forc ing sanc tions, en -
forcing ex clu sion zones, and con duct ing
peace op era tions. In fact, if we take the pulse
of cur rent doc trine and po liti cally cor rect
think ing, it ap pears that oc cu pa tion has been
re named peace op era tions, which are “mili -
tary op era tions to sup port dip lo matic ef forts
to reach a long- term po liti cal set tle ment and
cate go rized as peacekeep ing op era tions and
peace en force ment op era tions. Peace op era -
tions are con ducted in con junc tion with the
vari ous dip lo matic ac tivi ties nec es sary to se -
cure a ne go ti ated truce and re solve the con -
flict. Mili tary peace op era tions are tai lored to
each situa tion and may be con ducted in sup -
port of dip lo matic ac tivi ties be fore, dur ing or
af ter con flict.” 28 For ex am ple, if we in sert air -
power into the defi ni tion for peace en force -
ment found in Joint Pub 1-02 (23 March
1994), it would read, “ap pli ca tion of air -
power or the threat of its use, nor mally pur su -
ant to in ter na tional authori za tion, to com pel
com pli ance with reso lu tions or sanc tions de -
signed to main tain or re store peace and or -
der.”

There are two pri mary ad van tages to us ing
the term air in ter ven tion. First—and most im -
por tant—it un loads the pa ro chial and le gal
bag gage as so ci ated with oc cu pa tion . Sec ond,
us ing in ter ven tion links the con cept to the ex -

ten sive in tel lec tual dis course on why na tions
in ter fere with the af fairs of an other state. Air
in ter ven tion should be “mar keted” to the
com bat ant com mand ers in chief (CINC) as
merely one of the many tools avail able to deal 
with MOOTW sce nar ios. It is not sur pris ing
that AFDD 2-3, the USAF doc trine docu ment
on MOOTW, does not men tion the con cept
of air oc cu pa tion—af ter all, it is a ta boo term.
Re mov ing the con cep tual shack les by us ing a
dif fer ent term may be the cata lyst that in vigo -
rates the USAF to ex plore—and even tu ally de -
fine—what it be lieves to be true about the ex -
clu sive em ploy ment of air power to co erce
and con trol.

US Foreign Policy Implications
of Air Occupation

Airpower is an unusually seductive form of military
strength, in part because, like modern courtship, it
appears to offer gratification without commitment.

—Eliot Cohen              
Director, Gulf War Air Power Survey

Just as in war, one can also ap ply air power
in MOOTW to achieve po liti cal goals. The
con cept and prac tice of ex clu sive re li ance on
air power to achieve na tional ob jec tives is
noth ing new—his toric prece dents ex ist. The
ques tion is, Can we con clude that our lead ers
will call upon air power to con duct air oc cu pa -
tion mis sions in the fu ture? If we de ter mine
there is no de mand for air oc cu pa tion, we
must de cide whether the prod uct is wor thy of
the time and en ergy nec es sary to cre ate a mar -
ket for it. Al ter na tively, if we be lieve that air
oc cu pa tion will be a popu lar mili tary tool in
the fu ture, we must en sure that we un der -
stand the im pli ca tions and shape ex pec ta -
tions. To as sess the air oc cu pa tion mar ket, we
can proj ect into the fu ture us ing the cur rent
na tional se cu rity strat egy (NSS) as a pre dic tor
of need. Of course, ac tions speak louder than
words—to cap ture this vari able, we can ex -
trapo late from the US in ter ven tion trends of
the last 15 years.
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Historic Precedents—Air Control

In 1950 El vira Frad kin con ceived of an ex am -
ple of mili tary air con trol the ory. She pro -
posed cre at ing a United Na tions Air Po lice Pa -
trol (UN APP) to al low the United States and
So viet Un ion to dis arm by en trust ing the pre -
mier in stru ment of mili tary power (i.e., air -
power) to the United Na tions.29 Her jus ti fi ca -
tion for us ing air po lic ing was sim ple:
“Air power has the ad van tage of im me di ate
avail abil ity as a dis ci pli nary force. It has the
fur ther ad van tage of be ing able to ex er cise
dis ci pline with out in ter fer ence in the nor mal
rou tine of any na tion’s peace ful do mes tic af -
fairs. And in the third place it can reach any
area on the earth’s sur face with out ef fec tive
in ter ven tion.”30

Gill Wil son, presi dent of the Na tional
Aero nau tic As so cia tion at the time, stated
that “the use of an in ter na tional air po lice by
the United Na tions has in trigued the imagi -
na tion of many; na tional sov er eignty can not
ex ist with out con trol of the air.”3 1  Al though
Fradkin’s dis ar ma ment hy pothe sis is ques -
tion able, she did broach an in ter est ing
propo si tion predi cated on the in her ent
strengths of air power to uni lat er ally in flu -
ence and con trol the ac tions of an other na -
tion.

A more prac ti cal prece dent for air oc cu pa -
tion is the Brit ish air con trol ex pe ri ence in
Iraq from 1920 to 1939. Any one who has fol -
lowed the air oc cu pa tion de bate is proba bly
weary of com pari sons with the Brit ish in
1920, but the simi lari ties are strik ing and
worth re peat ing. Al though vic to ri ous in
World War I, Brit ain still “had to deal with
res tive popu la tions and dis or ders of all sorts
in its em pire.”32 Tribal war fare and bor der
con flicts were com mon in the Mid dle East
and Af rica—as is the case to day. Costs as so ci -
ated with gar ri son ing all these lo ca tions were
tre men dous and quickly be came un ac cept -
able to the Brit ish peo ple. As a cheaper al ter -
na tive, the Royal Air Force (RAF) pro posed the 
ex clu sive use of air power to con trol the ter ri -
to ries of the em pire. This pro posal was ac -
cepted, and in 1919 Win ston Chur chill de -
clared that “the first duty of the RAF is to

gar ri son the Brit ish Em pire.”3 3 This ini tia tive
not only filled a need for the Brit ish gov ern -
ment but also pre vented the RAF from be ing
down sized, al low ing it to cap ture a larger
share of the dwin dling military- resources pie.
For more than eight years, the RAF suc cess -
fully ac com plished the air- control goals of
long- term po liti cal sta bil ity, paci fi ca tion, and 
ad mini stra tion.34

Ree mer gence of the is sue of air oc cu pa tion
or air con trol is not sur pris ing. The US eco -
nomic “em pire” spans the globe—a world
torn by in creas ing eth nic, re lig ious, and na -
tion al is tic ten sions. The task and costs of pro -
tect ing our in ter ests in this vola tile en vi ron -
ment are enor mous. Some peo ple may say
that the re kin dling of the air oc cu pa tion dis -
cus sion is driven by the US AF’s fear of down -
siz ing ini tia tives—spe cifi cally, the QDR. Al -
though this may be true, it does not dis count
the prece dence of achiev ing po liti cal goals
through the ex clu sive em ploy ment of air -
power to suc cess fully con trol ac tiv ity on the
ground. Of course, we must be cog ni zant of
the fact that this took place in a low- threat en -
vi ron ment, in the des ert, and with very lim -
ited ob jec tives.  In fact, these con di tions are
very simi lar to those that ex ist in Op era tions
South ern Watch and Pro vide Com fort in Iraq. 
Ob vi ously, a Viet nam or Bos nia sce nario of -
fers a dis tinctly dif fer ent set of chal lenges. Re -
gard less of the threat en vi ron ment or ge og ra -
phy of fu ture US in ter ven tions, the NSS
should still ap ply.

National Security Strategy

The cen tral goals of the United States, as de -
fined in the cur rent NSS, are to “en hance our se -
cu rity with mili tary forces that are ready to fight 
and with ef fec tive rep re sen ta tion abroad, bol -
ster Ameri ca’s eco nomic re vi tali za tion, and
pro mote de moc racy abroad.”35  The un der ly ing 
prem ise of the docu ment is that eco nomi cally
sta ble and demo cratic states “are less likely to
threaten our in ter ests and more likely to co op -
er ate with the United States to meet se cu rity
threats.” 36 At first glance, this may seem uto -
pian; none the less, the de sire to en large the
com mu nity of “se cure and demo cratic na tions” 
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was used as jus ti fi ca tion for the US in ter ven -
tion in Haiti.37 Of course, this dis counts the
fact that pre vent ing a po ten tial refu gee cri sis
on the shores of Flor ida, a key elec toral state,
was po liti cally ex pe di ent. The NSS sup ports
the con cept of a less in tru sive air oc cu pa tion
op tion—al low ing the in dige nous so ci ety to
re solve its prob lems and us ing the mili tary
merely to pro vide a win dow of op por tu nity:
“We rec og nize, how ever, that while force can
de feat an ag gres sor, it can not solve un der ly -
ing prob lems. De moc racy and eco nomic
pros per ity can take root in a strug gling so ci -
ety only through lo cal so lu tions car ried out
by the so ci ety it self. We must use mili tary
force se lec tively, rec og niz ing that its use may
do no more than pro vide a win dow of op por -

tu nity for a so ci ety—and di plo macy—to
work.”38

The NSS de fines three cate go ries of na -
tional in ter est that merit the use of US armed
forces: vi tal in ter ests that af fect the sur vival
and se cu rity of the na tion (e.g., de fend ing US
bor ders and US eco nomic vi tal ity); im por tant
in ter ests but not vi tal to na tional sur vival
(e.g., Bos nia); and hu mani tar ian in ter ests.3 9

Al though hu mani tar ian in ter ests are proba -
bly more nu mer ous, the NSS is hesi tant to
em ploy mili tary force in these situa tions be -
cause “the mili tary is not the best tool to ad -
dress hu mani tar ian con cerns.”40 On the other 
end of the spec trum are the less nu mer ous vi -
tal in ter ests, which most likely would re quire
the fo cused ef forts of all as pects of the mili -
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tary in stru ment of power since the stakes are
too high.

This still leaves a siz able number of pro -
spec tive im por tant in ter ests. NSS cri te ria for
the use of mili tary force in these situa tions in -
clude a high prob abil ity that forces can
achieve the ob jec tives, as sur ance that costs
and risks of their use are com men su rate with
the in ter ests at stake, and evi dence that other
means have been tried and have failed to
achieve the ob jec tives (e.g., Haiti and Bos -
nia).41 Given the fact that these are only im -
por tant in ter ests, the thresh old of ac cept able
pain is likely to be quite low. This is ex ac er -
bated by the gen eral NSS cri te rion for the use
of mili tary forces any time: a rea son able like li -
hood of sup port from the Ameri can peo ple
and their elected rep re sen ta tives.42 Any sig -
nifi cant risk to Ameri can lives will proba bly
be per ceived as un ac cept able.

All these fac tors are pre dic tors of a mar ket
for a less costly and lower- risk air oc cu pa tion
op tion. If one ac cepts the prem ise that peace
op era tions  is a po liti cally cor rect way of say ing 
oc cu pa tion, then the fol low ing NSS state ment
would in di cate not only a mar ket but also a
“growth” mar ket for air oc cu pa tion: “In ad di -
tion to pre par ing for ma jor re gional con tin -
gen cies and over seas pres ence, we must pre -
pare our forces for peace op era tions to
sup port de moc racy or con flict reso lu tion.
From tra di tional peacekeep ing to peace en -
force ment, mul ti na tional peace op era tions
are some times the best way to pre vent, con -
tain or re solve con flicts that could oth er wise
be far more costly and deadly.”43

Actions—Intervention Trends

The NSS al lows us to proj ect the “in tent” of
the US gov ern ment, but this is only a rec ipe of 
for eign pol icy—the proof is in the pud ding.
Pre vi ous ac tions may be a bet ter pre dic tor to
ex trapo late US in ter ven tion pol icy into the
twenty- first cen tury. The United States has
never been shy about in volv ing it self in the
in ter nal af fairs and do mes tic poli tics of other
na tions to sat isfy its na tional in ter ests. The
use of gun boat di plo macy and ma rines was a
sta ple of the US political- military land scape

in Cen tral Amer ica. Al though US op era tions
are usu ally cloaked in the guise of moral cru -
sades, few of the early in ter ven tions were con -
ducted “ex clu sively to pro mote the rights of
in di vidu als and groups over the rights of state
sov er eignty.”44 The ma jor ity of these for ays
were prompted not by vi tal in ter ests but by
im por tant in ter ests.

Since 1945 over 160 ma jor con flicts have
oc curred, and the US mili tary was de ployed
over 242 times. In Janu ary 1990 alone, 32 ma -
jor armed con flicts oc curred—of these, 29
were eth nic, re lig ious, or ra cial.4 5 The list of
ma jor US in ter ven tions over the last 15 years
is, de pend ing on one’s point of view, ei ther
im pres sive or de press ing: Bei rut 1983, Gre -
nada 1983 (Ur gent Fury), Pan ama 1989 (Just
Cause), Ku wait/Saudi Ara bia 1990–91 (De sert
Shield, De sert Storm), Iraq 1991 and con tinu -
ing (Pro vide Com fort, South ern Watch), So -
ma lia 1992 (Re store Hope), Haiti 1994 (Up -
hold De moc racy), and the con tinu ing saga in
the former Yugo sla via (Pro vide Prom ise,
Deny Flight, Sharp Guard, Able Sen try, De lib -
er ate Force, Joint En deavor).

In ad di tion to the stan dard bog ey men
(e.g., ter ror ism, weap ons of mass de struc tion
[WMD], re lig ion, eth nic ity), there are other
rea sons that this trend may con tinue—if not
ac cel er ate. First and fore most is the fact that
we are no longer con strained by su per power
com pe ti tion with the So viet Un ion and there -
fore may per ceive in ter ven tion as less risky.46

An other pre dic tor, ex em pli fied in the NSS, is
the em pha sis on de moc racy and hu man
rights in US for eign pol icy. This may mean
that the United States will in creas ingly jus tify
in ter ven tion to pro mote Ameri can val ues as
well as de fend Ameri can in ter ests.4 7 None the -
less, Ameri can eco nomic in ter ests will re main 
a driv ing fac tor. In fact, this may ex plain why
in ter ven tion sen ti ment is still so strong even
though the threat of com mu nism and its con -
tain ment are no longer para mount.  Ste phen
Sha lom la beled this un der ly ing eco nomic
mo ti va tion the ory the “Im pe rial Ali bis.”

The Soviet Union did indeed behave in an
imperial manner and did have armed forces far
larger than needed for its legitimate
self-defense. But U.S. officials have always
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exaggerated the Bolshevik bogey in order to
justify their own inflated military machine,
which has primed the U.S. economy and been
deployed against the forces of social change in
the Third World that challenge U.S. hegemony
and economic interests.4 8

This poign ant state ment sug gests that US
pol icy will likely con tinue to be driven by
eco nomic in ter ests—that is, capi tal ism. Even
if we ac cept this prem ise, there will still be
“calls for in ter ven tion any where there is di-
 saster, dis or der, or other large scale suf fer ing
that ex ceeds the ca pac ity or in cli na tion of a
re gional gov ern ment.”4 9 Brit ish air vice mar -
shal R. A. Ma son high lighted an in ter est ing
para dox that may also ex pand US in volve -
ment in re gional con flicts:

If regional conflict or instability derives from
ethnic, racial, national or territorial disputes,
those neighboring countries with the greatest
interests at stake may also be those whose
intervention is likely to be regarded with the
greatest suspicion by one or more of the
contestants. Conversely, if disinterest is to be a
criterion of military intervention to resolve a
conflict, sustain peace or even protect
humanitarian activities, what motivation will
compel a state to allocate resources and perhaps 
incur casualties for a cause in which by
definition it has little, if any, interest?50

The United States will likely feel com -
pelled to in ter vene in these re gional con flicts
for moral rea sons, re gard less of the NSS.
Thus, al though the rec ipe may call for lim ited 
and fo cused use of mili tary forces, credi bil ity
as a be nevo lent su per power may de mand
more.  Re gard less of “why” the United States
chooses to in ter vene, risk aver sion will be a
para mount com po nent. Many times this has
led to the se lec tion of air power to mini mize
the risk of casu al ties. “Air war fare re mains
dis tinctly Ameri can—high tech, cheap on
lives, and quick; to Ameri ca’s ene mies—past,
cur rent, and po ten tial—it is the dis tinctly
Ameri can form of mili tary in timi da tion.” 51 In 
fact, a Brook ings In sti tu tion study that ex am -
ined 215 in ter na tional in ci dents short of war
be tween 1946 and 1975 in volv ing the United
States con cluded that land- based air power

was the most ef fec tive form of mili tary power.

It would appear that positive outcomes
occurred more frequently when land-based
combat aircraft were used than when major
ground force or naval force components were
introduced. It is worth noting that, like
nuclear-associated units, land-based aircraft
were never used as a latent instrument. It is
likely that target actors view the distinctive
capabilities of these two types of forces with
greater alarm and that they also perceive their
use as signaling greater determination on the
part of U.S. policy makers.52

Implications

The US Navy has a long tra di tion of us ing sea
power—or gun boat di plo macy—for co er cive
di plo macy. Some ana lysts con tend that “air -
power may re place na val power as the United
States’ weapon of choice in in ter na tional con -
flicts short of war.”53 In fact, it proba bly al -
ready has. If we are able to in ter vene suc cess -
fully with out risk ing a sig nifi cant number of
lives or in cur ring high lo gis tics costs, we may
find it eas ier to con soli date do mes tic and in -
ter na tional will. The big pay off for air oc cu pa -
tion could be the abil ity to in ter vene sooner,
when the risks are lower and the chances of
suc cess greater.54 A tell ing ex am ple is Bos nia.
How much eas ier would the con flict reso lu -
tion be in this now war- torn re gion if we had
in ter vened be fore the atroci ties and eth nic
cleans ing of the 1990s had oc curred? The un -
der ly ing eco nomic prob lems that ul ti mately
re kin dled the eth nic em bers would have been 
far eas ier to deal with in an atmo- sphere of
only “his toric” ten sion. None the less, we
must be wary of mis tak ing air oc cu pa tion as a
quick fix to prob lems that re quire a long- term 
com mit ment to achieve last ing con flict reso -
lu tion. Look ing back at the Brit ish air con trol
ex pe ri ence in Iraq, “the most se ri ous long-
 term con se quences of ready avail abil ity of air
con trol was that it de vel oped into a sub sti tute
for ad mini stra tion. The speed and sim plic ity
of air at tack was pre ferred to the more time-
 consuming and pains tak ing in ves ti ga tion of
griev ances and dis putes.”55
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A pri mary con cern should be the fear of
mak ing in ter ven tion too easy by sub sti tut ing
air power for logic. We may find in fea si ble in -
ter ven tions be ing exe cuted be cause we have
sig nifi cantly re duced the cost of be ing wrong. 
“The avail abil ity of low- cost, low- risk op tions 
borne from new tech niques and new tech -
nolo gies may tempt us to make the mis take of 
in ter ven ing in un war ranted cases, in ter ven -
ing be cause we can, rather than be cause we
should” (em pha sis added).56  In fact, many of
the early US in ter ven tions were char ac ter ized
by un clear goals that made the defi ni tion of
suc cess (i.e., a bet ter state of peace) nearly im -
pos si ble to de ter mine.57 The di lemma of de -
cid ing if we should be come in volved is only
go ing to get more dif fi cult as we face a grow -
ing con stel la tion of eth nic, re lig ious, and na -
tion al is tic con flicts. In ad di tion, if the sce -
nario is un cer tain, the de ci sion to ex tri cate
our selves may be equally dif fi cult.  The cur -
rent op era tions de signed to “pro tect” the
Kurds and Shi ites in Iraq are per fect ex am ples
of this di lemma: what is the achiev able end
state that will sig nal suc cess and al low to tal
re de ploy ment of US air power? US for eign
pol icy and in ter ven tion trends in di cate a
grow ing need for a less costly and lower- risk
al ter na tive to “troops on the ground.” Air -
power could fill this need, but there are dan -
ger ous im pli ca tions that the USAF must be
pre pared to cope with—in this case, ig no rance 
is not bliss.

 Conclusion

My message . . . is that the pioneering days of
aviation are not over. Fully developing and
exploiting airpower is an enduring challenge.
In particular, the Air Force has specific
responsibilities for ensuring airpower serves
the nation which we must discharge ever more 
effectively in the future.

 —Maj Gen Charles D. Link

Air oc cu pa tion is an in tel lec tu ally in ter est -
ing yet con ten tious con cept. This is fa mil iar
ter ri tory for air power ad vo cates who have

faced skep ti cism for dec ades—in many cases, a 
by- product of prom is ing too much.  Of
course, if we al lowed our vi sion and theo ries
to be de fined only by what the “masses”
thought was pos si ble, we would proba bly still 
be rele gated to mail de liv ery and ob ser va tion
du ties. As the only full- time air power serv ice,
the USAF has a sin gu lar re spon si bil ity to ex -
plore and vali date new ap pli ca tions of air -
power and space power. We must not al low
our selves to get stuck in the rut of “main -
stream” doc trine. In the words of Carl
Builder, “we are ac cus tomed to see ing doc -
trine grow, evolve, and ma ture, par ticu larly
where doc trine ap plies to what we care most
about—our tra di tional roles and mis sions in
the main stream of the Air Force. We seem to
have more dif fi culty, how ever, with nur tur -
ing doc trine off the main stream roles and
mis sions—what I call the doc trinal fron -
tiers.”58

Al though Builder makes a valid point,
evolv ing doc trine should also be flexi ble and
hon est enough to ex clude new air power roles
that are un nec es sary or frivo lous, even if they
are tech no logi cally pos si ble. There must be
more to air power the ory than “we can, there -
fore we should.” In a world of dwin dling
budg ets, the USAF must be hon est bro kers
with the na tion’s lim ited re sources. Con se -
quently, it must be wary of ac cept ing roles
and mis sions that will have lit tle im pact on
the vi tal in ter ests of the na tion but con sume
tre men dous re sources, ei ther be cause of their
sin gu lar cost or un con trolled fre quency. The
only way to bring clar ity to what Builder la -
bels the “doc trinal fron tier” is to ask and an -
swer the right ques tions early in the pro- cess.

What Do We Mean by Air Occupation?

The term air oc cu pa tion can be very per plex -
ing. Un for tu nately, nei ther air oc cu pa tion nor
oc cu pa tion is de fined in joint or USAF doc -
trine—only the le gal im pli ca tions of the term
oc cu pa tion can ex plain this void. Of the many
his toric oc cu pa tion ob jec tives, air oc cu pa tion 
most likely ap plies to less in tru sive sce nar ios
that at tempt to co erce, en force sanc tions, or
cre ate buffer zones. Prob able air oc cu pa tion
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tasks to achieve these ob jec tives would in -
clude a com bi na tion of pres ence, in tel li -
gence, sur veil lance, re con nais sance, psy cho -
logi cal op era tions, hu mani tar ian air drops
and air lift, and pu ni tive strikes. The USAF
may re duce some of the in tel lec tual re sis -
tance to air oc cu pa tion by us ing the term air
in ter ven tion  in stead. This would un load the
pa ro chial and le gal bag gage as so ci ated with
oc cu pa tion  and link it to the ex ten sive dis -
course on in ter ven tion the ory.

US Foreign Policy Implications of Air Occupation

Gen eral Fo gle man equates the prob lems of
to day’s com plex, mul ti po lar world to the
heads of the mythi cal ser pent Hy dra—when
one is cut off, two grow in its place.59  Al -
though the USAF can not solve all our na tion’s 
mili tary prob lems alone, it may be able to
solve some of them. The con cept and prac tice 
of ex clu sive re li ance on air power to achieve
na tional ob jec tives is not new—his toric prece -
dents ex ist. The USAF must de fine those situa -
tions in which ex clu sive use of air power may
be the most de sir able and ef fec tive course of
ac tion. The warn ing from Dr. Larry Ca ble
should be heeded to en sure that “joint ness”
does not be come dogma: “Cor rectly em -
ployed joint ori ented doc trine al lows the or -
ches tra tion of com ple men tary ca paci ties for
the sev eral forces un der a uni tary chain of
com mand. Im prop erly em ployed it al lows for 
the pol icy equiva lent of the Spe cial Olym pics
in which eve ry one gets to play and eve ry one
is re warded from mere par tici pa tion re gard -
less of the ef fec tive ness or suc cess of their
hav ing taken part.” 6 0

 The cur rent NSS cri te rion for costs and
risks that are com men su rate with the in ter est
at stake, cou pled with US in ter ven tion trends, 
in di cates the like li hood of a grow ing mar ket
for an air oc cu pa tion op tion. The big pay off

for air oc cu pa tion could be early con sen sus to 
in ter vene sooner, when the risks are lower
and the chances of suc cess greater. None the -
less, we must be wary of mis tak ing air oc cu pa -
tion as a quick fix to prob lems that re quire
long- term com mit ment to achieve last ing
con flict reso lu tion. Our task is to en sure that
US lead ers un der stand the al lure of “low cost” 
in ter ven tion and guard against its mis use. A
pri mary con cern should be the fear of mak ing 
in ter ven tion too easy and sub sti tut ing air -
power for logic—in ter ven ing be cause we can
rather than be cause we should .

Bottom Line

Even if one dis agrees with the broad an swers
pro vided in this ar ti cle, the ques tions are still
valid and must be an swered be fore em bark -
ing on a se ri ous cam paign to “win” the air oc -
cu pa tion de bate. Air oc cu pa tion— al ter na -
tively, air in ter ven tion—is a vi able con cept as
long as we un der stand that it is not ap pro pri -
ate for all sce nar ios. As the only full- time air -
power ser- vice, the USAF must de velop and
pub lish air oc cu pa tion doc trine to pro vide
guid ance on what it be lieves to be true about
ap pli ca bil ity, ob jec tives, tasks, tech niques,
and pro ce dures. This doc trinal de vel op ment
and as sess ment pro cess should in clude the
“bat tle labs” re cently cre ated by the USAF to
pro vide “a place where new ideas will be
taken se ri ously.”6 1 Al though the USAF should
fo cus on key stra te gic, rather than sup port -
ing, roles and mis sions to pre serve its auton -
omy, it must also en sure that the con cept of
air oc cu pa tion is not over sold to the point of
cre at ing a mar ket that domi nates its ex is -
tence. Every sor tie and dol lar com mit ted to
un nec es sary roles and mis sions is a re source
lost to pre par ing for the mili tary’s pri mary
task, as de fined in Joint Vi sion 2010: to fight
and win our na tion’s wars.62
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